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1 As highlighted in the accompanying international literature review, the reviews to date of integrated children’s 
services and interagency working found limited evidence on improved outcomes (Davidson, Bunting and Webb, 2012) 
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/9281_multiple_adversities_report_web.pdf. Promising evidence however was emerging 























































































































































































Summary of research 
findings 

























































































































































































































Reflections and initial questions 
emerging from the analysis of the 






■		 To what extent do current 
assessment processes and models 
focus on:
 -  Presenting and past difficulties
 -  The co-occurrence of multiple   
  adversities
      -  The impact of broader risk
  factors, such as poverty and   
 social isolation                                                     
 -  The strengths of individuals and  




■		 How might an understanding 
of the impact and cumulative 
effect of multiple adversities 
become incorporated into third 





■		 In assessments how do we chart 
the range of service engagement to 
identify the demands being placed 
on families?
■		 Could the number of professionals 
involved be minimised by use of 







■		 How might multi-disciplinary 
intensive family support teams be 
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■		 Could motivational interviewing 
be used within child and family 






■		 Could adult attachment provide 
a useful theoretical framework 
for identifying and working with 
parental needs?
■		 Could the development of 
mentoring services serve as a 
model for improving self-esteem 
and providing longer-term 
emotional support to parents with 




■		 What resources are needed to 
ensure front line professionals 
have the time and support they 
need to work with families who 








■		 How can we develop research 
on the prevalence and nature of 
adversity in NI which can usefully 
guide future policy and service 
development?

























































































































































2 Criterion was set based on the key findings of the literature review identifying these as overarching categories of 
adversity.
3 Interviews were conducted between October 2012 and October 2013. 




























































































	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


































































5 The majority of parents (16) were recruited to participate from a range of family and other support services provided 
by Barnardo’s NI, and one parent was accessing an NSPCC NI service. The parents came from across all NI Health and 
Social Care Trusts. 
6 Of the remaining eighteen children, twelve were aged between 12-18 years, and six were over 18 years.
7 All care provided was a mix of foster and kinship care arrangements.
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Figure 2: Number of adversities experienced by participants as adults
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Participant as Child Participant’s Children
































































































































“….like some people would be brought 
up like that and think that is the way 
to get on, where some people would be 
brought up like that and think that is 
NOT the way, do you know what I mean, 
that I am going to be. But definitely 
not, no way would I have any of that 
madness, the kids will be brought up 
normal.” (Family 6, Jenny)
“I suppose to me it is when I ask the 
question to the kids how was your day 
and so on, it is because I never had 
the opportunity of expressing myself, 
of getting things out of me.  Coz that 
is what I do, even today, (child) is off 
school today so he is, he has no exams 
today, but when I go back I will ask him 
how he has got on today, just to keep 
regular conversation with him and let 
him know I am here for him.  Which I 
think is really, really important so I do, 
to let your kids know that you are there 
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8  Physical, sexual, emotional, neglect.
9  Half of which was related to the perpetration of domestic violence and a parent's subsequent contact with the criminal 
justice system.
10  For example one participant had lived at twenty-three different houses since childhood and another in twenty-one 
different places in the last sixteen years.
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Figure 4: Experience of individual adversities for participants in childhood, as an 
adult, and participants’ children







































“There’s days where he has threw the 
wedding ring at me more times than I 
care to remember. He has threatened 
to leave. Anything would be better than 
living with me, living with the kids…” 
(Family 10, Vivienne)
“…he packed his stuff and left and I 
fell apart...we then moved house to 
[different town] and I said ‘it is a new 
start, and if things keep going on it’s 
going to be the end of it’...we moved in 
the end of September and by Christmas 
time the atmosphere in that house was 
awful...” (Family 14, Linda)
“Back then, me and Natasha [ex-
partner] used to fight like mad, a lot of 
shouting and all. And then she never 
would give me a straight answer, I just 
never knew anything, which made me 
even more frustrated, I would have 
punched walls, doors, I would never hit 











“…after I found out I was pregnant, that 
was when it started to go downhill. ... 
anytime I spoke about being pregnant... 
it was like don’t talk about it, he didn’t 
want to know... it was like he was 
jealous as well...” (Family 8, Molly)
“Well up until I was pregnant, it was 
great. And then once I got pregnant, 
no…..he didn’t want the child.” (Family 
11, Tania)
“... as soon as he seen that pregnancy 
test changing colour, that’s when he 
started to take control of me, and that’s 
when the mental and the physical abuse 










“You just can’t up sticks and just walk 
out and leave him. You know if you are 
in a bad situation you can’t do that……I 
suppose I just tried to live in hope, 
thinking it will change, things will 
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“Never a penny came, I phoned the Child 
Support Agency but they said there was 
nothing they could do because he wasn’t 
in the country at the time…” (Family 1, 
Caroline)
“And he doesn’t pay me child 
maintenance for them weans. He hasn’t 
paid me in two and a half, three years. 
And he is supposed to, [he is] declaring 
that he is not working but yet he is self-
employed.” (Family 16, Stacey)






“You see the thing was I always done 
really well in school, like well my 
behaviour and all was really good and 
when my daddy moved out it just went 
really, really bad. I either stopped going 
to school or I went to school and got 
into trouble. That’s how it all started 
then, as soon as he moved out I used to 
fight with my mummy and then me and 
her would have actually proper fought.” 
(Family 6, Jenny)




“We moved to a different estate in 
xxx…it was pretty much there was 
no boundaries, well we pretty much 
done what we wanted to do to a certain 
extent yeah, I think mum sort of lost 
control a bit, she herself eh while she 
was married to my dad she never drank 
or smoked or anything like that and 
then when they separated she started 





“… [child] had this bond with Peter 
[ex-partner] and when Peter hurt me 
then [child] got hurt... hurt bad.  He’s 
a really emotional person, he’s like me, 
would cry mainly... If I get hurt then he 
gets hurt, so because he had this bond 
with Peter and Peter hurt me, he felt 
angry and then his behaviour started 















“…..I mean it would be actually nice to 
find somebody that was going to be 
there for me and the child and not have 
domestic violence like, but I can’t see 
that ever happening like.” (Family 8, 
Molly)
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“To be honest the way I feel now I just 
can’t be annoyed with men, I would just 













“I always wanted the kind of dream 
relationship, that kind of thing, you 
know the perfect relationship. And that 
is what I was always looking for, I wasn’t 
looking for anything that reminded me 
of the past, that kind of way……I know 
what made me feel better in the end 
like. After me and Natasha broke up, I 
kind of snapped out of it because I met 
my wife Sara now, I met her as a friend 
like. And then we were always going 
out places and doing different things. 
And it just kind of lifted one day…..I 
don’t really want to think about that [if 
I hadn’t met Sara]. I have talked about 
that a couple of times and I don’t think 
I probably would have been here to tell 
you the truth. I probably would either 
self harm or I would have just got in 
that bad of a state I wouldn’t have woke 
up one morning, you know that kind of 
way. Because it was extremely bad, the 
anxiety and that stuff there…” (Family 
3, Kevin)
“…so then when I met my husband 
then I was going with him for two year 
like, he said at six months will we get 
married and I said no, I wanted two year 
to check him out, watch every move of 
him. I can’t believe I did, I was like a 
detective, and then I just I knew I just 
knew cos I knew he was just good. His 
father was very good to his mother very, 
very good and that’s a good sign, I do 
believe in that once you see families and 
believe me I checked him out, never say 



































“... we weren’t allowed to go into the 
cupboards and the fridge when we were 
growing up. She [mum] counted the 
biscuits and she counted how many 
bags of crisps there was, how many bits 
of bread, that’s how bad she was, how 
many bits of bread there was and she 
knew when you would have been in the 
cupboard...” (Family 8, Molly)
“…we always had colds and flu’s because 
there was no constant heat.” (Family 15, 
Lucy)
“…very poor, it was very poor, my 
mother would have to go hawking like 
hawking is like selling maybe pegs and 
things and I’d go with her so we’d go 
to the houses maybe every day we’d go 
to the houses selling things and God, 
Jesus it was just, it was just hell, it was 
freezing. You’d get some really ignorant 
people at the door, you’d get some lovely 
people, you’d get them to bring you in 
they’d give you tea and I’ll never forget 
they always used to give you their old 
milk bottles and they’d fill it up with tea 
and it was roasting and you’d put your 
hands around it cos it was that cold in 





“…[at school] I had verbal bullying, 
coming from a one parent family was 
hard, most of my mates all came from 
two parent families and they would have 
the latest trainers, the best toys, all 
stuff like that. While I would have hand 
me downs and stuff like that there…” 
(Family 7, William)
“I wouldn’t really have fitted in the [local 
grammar] school…there’s tuition fees 
and you know, the way things were at 
home and stuff like would have been 
completely different from what those 































“…I started off washing dishes and I 
had grown a really strong bond with the 
boss and his girlfriend and they got to 
know my childhood and got to know my 
social worker and got to know how I was 
brought up and how I was treated. And 
they became really, really fond of me as a 



































“I’d love to work but I could never do 
it because I never had the education. 
You always have to read and write to 
do any kind of a job even in a [fast food 
restaurant] you have to like you have to 
do it, so I always wanted to work, loved 
the idea of working and getting my own 
money but I could never do it because I 
hadn’t got the education…” (Family 2, 
Carly)


















“… I went back [to work] … I didn’t even 
last a week... but I just couldn’t cope 
at all. She must have been about two…
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everything just fell apart again... I just 
didn’t want to be in company. I didn’t 
want to be with anybody else. I didn’t 
want to make conversation… I didn’t 
want to do anything with anybody.  I 
just wanted to be by myself…I just 
didn’t want to be anywhere except in my 
house.” (Family 9, Heather)
“My health… the constant pains that I 
always had were still there...The back 
pain had got worse, so it did; and my 
stress levels were sky high…..[I had] 
days off work because I wasn’t well.” 
(Family 10, Vivienne)

















“…worked there for four years and then 
left… or quit the job…I had to look after 
my kids. That’s when me and their mum 
split up…..It was a good job. I was doing 
my NVQ levels and all, so I was. I was 
going through courses and stuff, so I 
was…I would like to go back to work, 
but my daughter, she needs my support 
more... She has learning difficulties...” 
(Family 12, Joe)
 “...with the situation with the kids, I 
have no free time......[I am busy] seven 
days a week. That is including seeing all 
my children, all my court dates and all 












“I am just trying to install the work 
ethic into their head, I don’t want them 
ones growing up saying ‘Well, sure my 
Dad is on the brew, I will go on the brew 
as well’... I always tell the kids you are 
not going near that brew, you are not 
going anywhere near it.  [Child] wants 
to leave school, now he’s talking about 
going to tech and I am trying to get him 
to stay in school.” (Family 7, William)






























“Then she [mum] was just depressed 
then and started drinking even more. 
She drank more during the day then. 
Because when we used to come home 

















“They put me on anti-depressants 
so they did……yes anti-depressants 
for that, and tablets for my nerves as 
well. I ended up with bad nerves and 
everything……I am still on them so I 
am…I have been off them and then on 
them…it is for depression and anxiety.” 
(Family 8, Molly).
“After I had been stabbed and stuff I had 
depression, I had a big low and then 
nerves, and I mean I am on tablets for a 
nervous disorder, I take them so I do.  I 
take xxx for a nervous disorder and xxx 
for sleeping.  I have massive problems 
sleeping at the moment.  I also take 









“Because I just wanted to die. I did, 
you know, and being that young, you 
shouldn’t even know what death is, to 
be honest, never mind wanting to die…” 
(Family 15, Lucy)
11 Five have more than one child affected.
12  Other conditions amongst participants and/or their parents included paranoid schizophrenia, suspected bi-polar   
disorders and severe PMS.
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“I suppose depression has been part 
of my life always….when I was about 
nine, do you know, I can remember 
having a homework, I had a very, very 
good memory, and saying to myself 
that I should do my homework, I was 
in primary school at the time and I had 
homework, and I said to myself no it 
is ok because I am going to kill myself 
tonight, I had a wee penknife and with 
this penknife I was going to kill myself, 
and I must have been about eight or 












“…I just don’t know what came over me 
but I just got all the tablets that I had 




















“He has a lot of problems….he has a 
lot of issues with fighting and hitting 
children at school because she [mum] 
keeps letting him down...and for that 
period of time when she did go back 
to that freak I call him, you know the 
father, she went back to him and she 
had him with her so obviously the 
child had seen stuff and heard that he 













“I think then when she got that bit older 
she realised then, she got help……I was 
about twenty-five when she went for 
that…she says it was from losing her 
mother so we just go along with it but 
I think that hard life couldn’t help her 
either…” (Family 2, Carly)
“He [uncle] was about xxx years old 
[when he committed suicide]...and my 
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mum blames her mum for it cause he 
was bad with depression and my mum 
suffers from depression too because of 
all that...she had it alright before all that 
happened and now she has it worse...” 
(Family 5, Zoe)









































“….alcoholism has affected my whole 
life, because I am the daughter of an 
alcoholic……I tried hard to stop the cycle 
but put myself in the cycle, do you know 
what I mean? I met somebody who had 
a drink problem, I was like ah I can fix 
this. I didn’t fix it, I got into a bigger 
spiral out of control, I got straight into 
the cycle that I was trying to come away 
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“….basically I turned into my dad…their 
routine was out the window, broken 
promises, you know the house wouldn’t 
have been as tidy as it should’ve been, 
bills weren’t paid, things like that. …I 
was spiraling out of control myself, so 
more than likely ninety percent of the 
time I was oblivious to what was going 
on around me, including the care of my 




“  … a lot of the times he [dad] would 
have come home with me, sort of about 
six-ish and would have made sure that 
we had our dinner and all.  And then we 
always had to be in bed for about seven, 
half seven. And nine times out of ten, 
I knew fine rightly that daddy would 
go back down to the pub again. So if 
daddy had went back down to the pub, 
if he wasn’t up again by say by eleven, 
I would have went down… I would have 
walked down… I knew daddy’s routine 
and I knew the first bar and the second 
bar and the third bar; so I had the 
routine. I knew exactly where he would 
be and I would have went down and 
I would stand and fight with him for 






“….he was angry because of his daddy, 
being left, the drinking and not getting 
to see him….it was just horrendous 
with him…..Its messing his head up, he 
doesn’t know whether he’s coming or 
going…his behaviour has got worse, his 








“It more or less started whenever the 
domestic violence started you know 
what I mean I would’ve sort of turned to 
drink so I could cope with it…I think it 
was after I had my first [child]…I think 
it was my way of dealing with all the 
violence and stuff like that there, it sort 
of blanked it out for me you know the 
drink…” (Family 4, Cheryl)
“I worked during the day and I smoked 
cannabis during the night, that is really 
how I got through it. There was lots of 
periods of depression in the middle of 
it and I suppose the cannabis was not 










































“…and they [the children] were listening 
to it, hearing it and seeing it. They were
actually being involved in it.  And they 
[social services] said that if I didn’t take 
the order out, that they would remove 
the children. And I have done so much 
work to get them to where I am now; I 
am not losing them for anything. But 
the marriage is over anyway. It was over 
before that…” (Family 9, Heather)
“…I had an option to pick my kids or else
Stephen [ex-partner]. If I picked
Stephen, I would lose the kids, you
know, so I picked my kids…” 
(Family 15,Lucy)
“…I knew I couldn’t do it anymore
because if it had kept going on the way
it was going, they would have probably













“….the abuse… you know it was 
unbelievable because here you were, 
it was like a circle repeating itself, 
history. I was brought up in an abusive 
relationship and here I am in an abusive 
relationship. It is like a pattern, you 
know, and it is a true saying, you do go 
after fellas like your father. History is 
proving…” (Family 15, Lucy)
“…but I think the reason why I went 
with people like that was because of the 
way my dad was, know cos he was like 
angry and always shouting and I think 
that’s why I went with people sort of like 
my dad….my sister would be the same, 





















“I can’t say it was love, no, because there 
was domestic violence for the whole 
sixteen years that they were married, 
and some of it was really, really brutal 
to be honest like.  We witnessed horror 


























“I mean he would have come in, pulled 
my hair… shook me, you know, grabbed 
my nose, shook me by the nose and 
pushed me. He would have… like I’d 
have been walking and he would have 
pulled my jammie bottoms round my 
ankles and had all the kids laughing at 
me. You know, saying to the kids, look 
at mummy… isn’t  mummy just a dirty 
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“You see if he [ex-partner] is angry 
or if he gets cross, [child] goes into 
meltdown. She has witnessed him 
hitting me. She knows what he is like, 
and if she sees that temper she goes into 
shut down.  Then she is too scared to 














“...he always got hit by his father 
growing up, he got hidings so he 
thought he could do that [hit the boys]...
it wasn’t right...I was never hit in my 
life, as a child, I never ever got hit...
it was all new to me when he started 
hitting me…” (Family 14, Linda)








































“…my son was…he had behaviours that 
was unexplainable like lighting the 
mattress when I was in bed, had a thing 
13 Another participant recalled physical injury to a sibling when a baby during an assault by her father on her mother; 
while another indicated a sibling was taken into care due to suspected physical abuse.
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always lighting fires constantly, just 
totally out of control for a normal little 
boy and its like he was trying to tell us 
something but couldn’t get it out so he’d 
act them out…” (Family 13, Kim)
“...And I don’t remember everything but 
I remember sights, smells, sounds. But 
it didn’t affect me growing up, not until 
I had xxx, my daughter, and that’s when 
it all came back... I never spoke about it 
until I had xxx and then it all changed 
because I had a girl and I had to protect 
























“She [mum] took care of us as in you 
know she fed us, she cleaned and made 
sure we were clean, we always had clean 
clothes, the house was always clean you 
know our basic needs she always done 
but I think our emotional needs she 
slacked in….she wouldn’t have been very 





















“Because of the neglect…the state of 
the house…they weren’t getting fed and 
stuff like this…..I knew all along the 
kids were being neglected, so that’s why 
I had to get rid of her [ex-partner]…The 
state of the place when I was coming 
back from work, the kids were still in 
their jammies.…Same way my mum 
went.  Just didn’t bath the kids, didn’t 
change the kids’ nappies and stuff. And 
the mess of the house...” (Family 12, Joe)
“…because if you do look at the whole 
situation and that whole relationship, 
yes, the children were neglected in a 
way that I had neglected myself. So I 
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couldn’t look after myself so there was 
no way I could look after my children 
properly. So then I was in a bubble 
myself, I was that depressed, I couldn’t 
see out of it so I wasn’t really aware of 












“…extreme violence you know, another 
time I was lying in bed and I was 
sleeping and he pulled the bedclothes 
off me and beat me with a stick…it was 
extreme like.” (Family 3, Kevin)
“…he would have been he would have 
hit us like with stuff you know like he 
would have beat us with slippers or hit 
us with other stuff, snooker cues and 
stuff like that there or a belt….” (Family 
4, Cheryl)
“I was coming home from school every 
day and she was lying drunk in the 
chair and she was battering me for no 
reason. I remember her taking the shaft 
of the hoover to my back one night and 
she left lumps. She took a poker to my 
legs and one day I was in the classroom 
getting changed for PE and my teacher 






































































“…and he [ex-partner] is low on blood 
pressure, he keeps collapsing….all self-
inflicted…I’ve a lot of health problems 
but I don’t think mine are self-inflicted 
by drinking and smoking….” (Family 1, 
Caroline)
“His health went downhill, he [ex-
partner] was getting treated for 
arthritis and the treatment made him 
develop diabetes as well… so he wasn’t 
very healthy really and was in a lot of 
pain constantly… and with tablets and 
drink mixed it probably wasn’t a good 























“My mummy would have had it 
[depression], my granddad is a 
registered pedophile. So my mummy 
would have had it [depression]…..I 
would say that was one of many reasons 
she is in the hospital now……they said 
her medical condition could be linked 
to the stress, you know stress, you get 
worried over everything…” (Family 11, 
Tania).
14  Conducted in the US, the ACE study is one of the largest ever investigations undertaken to assess associations between 
childhood maltreatment and later-life health and well-being (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). The study is 
discussed further in this report’s accompanying literature review (Davidson et al, 2012).
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“….he [step-dad] done the usual thing, 
he drank half a bottle of vodka…and ma, 
she laid him down on the couch and she 
went up to bed, and she came down the 
next morning and he was dead on the 
couch. And he was sick in the middle 
of the night and he had choked on his 






































































15 In eight cases the father was responsible, one was the mother and the remaining two was both parents. 




“….the last instance of domestic violence 
I phoned the police and had him 
arrested so that ended that relationship 
and I also had social services 
involvement.” (Family 13, Kim).
“And I have even … yesterday, and I 
would never do this before now… I 
pressed charges against Stephen [ex-
partner] yesterday for the first time…. 
The police had come out to my house 
and the social workers wanted me to do 
this months ago and I wouldn’t do it, 
but yesterday I took that step, you know, 

















“The day after I had my son I was called 
in to the social worker’s office in the 
hospital to inform me that my child’s 
father was a Schedule One offender…” 
(Family 13, Kim)











“”Then [step-dad] he was in and out 
of prison as well so...breaking and 
entering, theft…..[Mum and step-
dad] they were in and out of court for 
assaulting different police officers 
too…..It was usually over being drunk 
and stuff like that there. And then if 
they had their chance, they would have 
hit a police officer, you know that kind 
of way. They just didn’t like anybody 
with authority at all” (Family 3, Kevin)
“[Father served prison sentence 
for] GBH or something like that, or 
something.  But they came into my 
bedroom when we were younger, the 
police, and just tipped us upside down 
out of bed because like we were due in 
school… and tipped us out of bed and 
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“Just like, I would have started running 
away with them ones. And they were 
like, they would have stole stuff. And 
although I would have wrecked my 
mummy’s and the police were called, I 
wasn’t like a criminal where I didn’t like 
go out and steal stuff and sit in empty 
houses and do all stuff like that, I didn’t 
do none of that before I moved to the 
home and that is what everybody else 
done.” (Family 6, Jenny)
“I was arrested a couple of times, twice 
or three times, no more then that, while 
I was in secondary school…So I got 
done for theft…And then when I was in 
my early teens I had a few drunk and 
disorderlies, silly charges as I would call 











“He [partner] had like a youth 
conference, you know those things that 
you do….like he used to steal cars and 









































16 Amongst the general population moving home is a relatively common experience, with the average person estimated to 
move eight times during their life, including twice before they turn 18 -http://www.prospect.co.uk/all-news/how-many-
times-will-the-average-brit-move-house.html (Visited 28 May 2014).






















































“It was really bad….my mummy and 
daddy was in a domestic relationship 
you would say, so they were always 
arguing and we were moving to hostels, 
it was terrible…..he used to beat her up 
and all…..she would say she was leaving 
this time and then we would go into one 
of these hostels…..and then she would 
go with him again…..I just remember 
thinking why are you doing all this? I 
think I was more annoyed with mummy 
because she just moved us everywhere 
knowing fine rightly we were going to 






















“….they came to the house, yeah.  We 
were basically put out, so we were….We 
were put out by hired men, so we were, 
because of the things my mum was 
doing.  We got put out. We were given 
to the next day to get out. So my da had 
to find a house to keep us in, so he got 
a house to take us in…I must have been 
like sixteen or something like that.” 
(Family 12, Joe)
“….like we were in the house when it 
happened….they shot him in the two 
knees. And then he went to hospital and 
all and when he got out, well we went to 
visit him for ages and then when he got 
out we all moved.” (Family 6, Jenny)









































“Well I would have reared my wee 
brother…..fed him, changed him, put 
him out to school, done his homework, 
got him back in again, done all his 
putting him to bed, getting him 
up…..from he started primary school 
probably.” (Family 11, Tania)
“It was more or less like I felt I was the 
adult and I was the one that was looking 
after the rest of the family….” (Family 4, 
Cheryl)
17  One participant was intimidated out twice from different areas in the last five years, becoming homeless on both 
occasions.
18 Three participants had previously been home owners when the end of their marriage resulted in them being left 
penniless, claiming benefits and subsequently moving to more than one privately rented accommodation.












“Although there would have been days 
I had off [from school] because maybe 
daddy had been out the night before and 
got drunk and ended up in hospital or 
got arrested by the police. So I normally 
would have been the one that went down 
the next morning and brought daddy 
home…” (Family 10, Vivienne)
“My sister, well she is only a year older 
than me like, she was like, during 
that time, she was like our mummy or 
something. She cooked, like my mummy 
was lying blocked and she would have 
gone to the post office and all and like, 
I don’t know, you know what I mean… 
I can remember, my sister would have 
gone to the post office and then like she 
would have went up to [supermarket] 
and then, I can remember her shopping 






























“My mum? I don’t have a relationship 
with her at all now…she has done a lot 
of things on me that is hard to forgive 
her for. I have been told to try and 
forgive her but I just don’t want nothing 
to do with her really….You can’t put me 
and my mum in the same room because 
the two of us would just go for each 
other so we would, there would be no 
point in talking with her.” (Family 8, 
Molly)
“Its’ never really been good at any 
time...I don’t speak to the two of them 
19  Disrupted education manifesting through poor school attendance was a common underpinning theme in participants’ 
lives in childhood and for their own children. Often a combination of many issues, infrequent attendance was typically 
linked to caring responsibilities (parental substance misuse), family separation, bullying, being in care, and a chaotic 
family life.
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now, I don’t speak to my mum or my 





“I had a great relationship with my 
mother. My mother passed away 
last year but before that there, I had 
a powerful open relationship with 
my mother, more like she was my 
confidante, I could tell her anything, she 
was my friend, she was great for 
advice. She was a person who I could 
tell my deepest darkest secret to, 
without being judged, without giving a 
stupid answer back. She would give me 
the best advice literally. We were friends 














“I don’t bother round people now, so I 
don’t. I just keep myself to myself, so I 
do…It is probably the way I am. I just 
keep my head down and concentrate 
on the kids, so I do. Kids are more 













“I was always a loner, just always this 
person that I never believed in friends. 
And I still do to this day, you know. I 
don’t believe that there is such a thing 
as a proper friend, to be honest, I really, 
really don’t.  I believe, you know, if 
you let people in then you are opening 
yourself up to get hurt.” (Family 15, 
Lucy)
“I just try and cope with everything 
myself….I don’t really have any friends,
because whenever I tried to stop 
drinking and all the people that I was 
hanging about with was just all my 
drinking friends do you know what I 
mean so I stopped bothering with them 
uns and I don’t really have any friends 
now…” (Family 4, Cheryl)


















“…my youngest brother, he has been 
done a couple of times now for theft……
my sister, she is going through the 
exact same thing that I am going 
through, but her child and all was taken 
off her like…” (Family 3, Kevin)
“My older brother, he can’t read, he 
can’t even write his own name. But he 
would go out and get a job, he is not 
doing work at the moment, he is on 
unemployment benefits, because he just 
couldn’t get no work.” (Family 2, Carly)
“My two uncles died with alcoholism, 
they were all dead within three months 
of each other….I’d say they were 
probably like, maybe late thirties, early 

































































































Table 2: Combinations of co-occurring adversities 
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Child protection proceedings, 




20 For the purpose of this report, social services refers to child and family social services only.
21  Of the three participants who had experience of being looked after in childhood one was placed in foster care, one in 
residential care and one in a mix of both foster and residential care.                                                              

























Figure 6: Participant contact with social services, CPR and LAC status




















































Type of Social Services Contact
Family contact with social services Looked After Child (LAC)
As Child          As Parent
On Child Protection Register (CPR)























































1 * *	^ *	^
2
3 *














Total 17 16 16 11 10 9 9 8 7 6 2
Table 3: Services/agencies accessed by family during last twelve months
*	Accessing	more	than	one	related	service		^	Parent	and	child(ren)	accessing	services		x	Special	education	support	and	school	attendance	officer
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“…it can be really, really stressful to 
have somebody in your life that you 
know is keeping an eye on you, you’re 
under the spotlight, is stressful, and 
also the stigma……social services have 
had a big impact in my life in the last ten 
years like they really, really have, they’ve 
took a, they’ve put a big stamp on me 
that’s the way it feels…” 
(Family 7, William)
“No-one ever thinks of them [social 
services] as a good thing. Everyone 
always thinks it is a bad thing. Every 
other service I would be happy enough 
bar the police or something, I would 
be happy enough to say I am involved 








“You just had so many preconceptions 
built up of social services, so you do, 
that the minute you hear social services, 
you think, oh I’m a bad mother, bad 
parent, social services are involved in 
there, there’s more going on in that 
house than what you think….” (Family 
10, Vivienne)
“Whenever I went to see [child] in 
hospital that time…I had to have a social 
worker with me. It was embarrassing as 
I wasn’t allowed to go and see my child 
by myself, you know what I mean…….








“When I was in the mental unit, when 
I was in that mental health unit for the 
week I was getting…I was frightened 
at the same time, I was saying stuff to 
them, cos my biggest fear was…bits 
of it I don’t remember but what I do 
remember is what I kept repeating and 
repeating, are yous going to take Mark 
[child] away from me, are yous gonna 
take him off me, you’re going to take 
LIVING WITH ADVERSITY: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF FAMILIES WITH MULTIPLE AND COMPLEX NEEDS 
PAGE 58
him off me, I don’t want to lose Mark 
and no you’re not going to lose Mark, 
Mark’s fine….” (Family 1, Caroline)
“I can remember like my ma saying till 
me about like once she found out social 
workers were involved in my life she 
says they will always be in your life and 
they’re very, very hard to get rid of like 
once they’re in it’s very, very hard to get 











“You don’t know what that rap at the 
door is going to bring…I knew I done 
my work with the children but when I 
brought them home I didn’t know one 
hundred percent sure was she [social 
worker] going to rap that door and go 
right, they are going. Constant fear, 
really fearful, I sort of lived in like a 
bubble you know…..” (Family 13, Kim)
“…..my head just wasn’t in the right 
place to be dealing with anybody, let 
alone panicking that someone was 
going to come and take away my kids. 
And that was what I had in my head. 
If I step one foot out of line or if I 
don’t have something washed… I was 
running around… like the kids will 
tell you whenever social services was 
involved I was running around cleaning 
at like stupid o’clock in the morning, 
because I was petrified of them coming 
out unannounced and me having the 
slightest thing out of place. I was so 
paranoid that I was going to lose the 
weans so I was.” (Family 10, Vivienne)









“I don’t like them being involved. I just 
hate them all. I wished the wean never 
got hurt and stuff like that there, but 
you just can’t change any of it. I just 
don’t like the social workers full stop. I 







“…it’s not the social to blame, its drugs, 
drugs is the reason why our family is 
shattered. I don’t know, a lot of anger 
goes towards social services but when 
you look again, when you take a step 
back, they are there for a reason. If 
they weren’t there like where would the 
situation be now, would I be on drugs 
now?” (Family 7, William)
Negative	feelings	could	also	be	
dissipated	by	a	more	positive	
















“He [ex-partner] hates them [social 
workers], he despises them, he doesn’t 
get on with them whatsoever...he was 
brought up with social workers as well 
in his life, we both know what they are 
















“I mean they were there really to protect 
the kids.  And it is right.  I knew exactly 
what was going on and I knew why they 
were there…they didn’t come in like a 
bull in a china shop; it wasn’t like that, 
you know. And they explained to the 
kids why they were there….” (Family 9, 
Heather)
“... it was made clear why they were on 
[the CPR].  And then whenever they 
told me that they were on it, it was like, 
well I’m going to fight to take them off 
it. Whatever I have to do I’ll do it, to 
get my weans off it... but I understand 















“…I was just chucked into a cell for eight 
hours before anything was explained. 
They took pictures of the bruising, the 
man who took the pictures laughed, he 
said it was a complete waste of his time, 
he said it was a waste of printing the 
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“I agreed with them like because I seen 
myself that I shouldn’t have done what 
I was doing or got involved with the 
people I got involved with.” (Family 8, 
Molly)
“When the social workers came out, I 
knew myself that the issues that the 
school were bringing up were stupid, 
but at the same time I knew that yes, 
I did need help, so I did. So it was sort 
of mixed; I was cross at the school for 
reporting me in the first place, but I 
knew that I did need help so I did, so 
six of one, half a dozen of the other.” 
(Family 10, Vivienne)
“Well it was the right thing for them to 
do because I was drinking and I wasn’t 
looking after the kids properly.  So I 
would agree with what they did…….I 
was scared and I was raging because 
I thought I should be entitled to have 
a wee drink, you know what I mean? 
And I thought they were sort of picking 
on me and all at the start. But once I 
thought about things and realised like 
then that they were right.” (Family 4, 
Cheryl) 


















































“…because there is that much work 
needs to be done with us all separately...
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like [child] needs to do his work and 
[child] needs to do her work and I have 
to do all my work, you know. Then I 
would want us to come together, you 
know, as a family unit, and to have 
some work done about supporting our 











“…the first time they asked me to do 
the Incredible Years course, I said no 
because it was too difficult for me to get 
childcare and stuff for the weans and 
stuff like that... There was too much 
hassle, because when dad’s not well 
….then whenever it came round again 
it was like you are going to have to do 
it this time. It was their demanding me 
to do it. It wasn’t like, would you like 



























“...[the monthly meeting] it is to discuss 
your progress over the past four weeks 
and if you have been keeping up with 
all your appointments...  Like and they 
must think I’ve nothing better to do 
than to attend appointments, because 
they wanted me to see my CPN once a 
week, the social worker once a week, 
[protective parenting]  once a week. 
Then you know, trying to manage a 
house and kids and everything else….
There’s not enough days in the week for 
me to do everything that they have set 





“He [child] was going to physio, 
speech and language, audiology and 
there was some other appointments 
so there was [at the hospital]…
he has two appointments…with an 
educational psychologist...so he has all 
appointments.” (Family 12, Joe)
















“I had a pretty hectic schedule for the 
week, I would’ve travelled to TOWN E 
to see my children, I’d travel to TOWN 
A to see one, I’d travel to TOWN F to see 
one and I’d travel to TOWN D to see one 
plus I also had court dates, I had a court 
there was two of the kids courts was in 
TOWN E, one of the kids was in TOWN 
A and plus I had my meetings [social 
services] and all on top of that as well as 
working in xxx so I went from having 
nothing to do to pheew….loads to do so I 
never stopped.” (Family 13, Kim)
“……it was like every day was, was 
where, where contact was taking place, 
where I’d to be, what time I’d to be 
there at and it was just a big timetable 
of my life all over the Christmas period 
and it was crazy, it was just like a bit of 
paper like that there [lifts paper] and 
my life was on it and I was like I’d to 
like, like you were having to get up in 
the morning and go like basically I was 
getting up in the morning and reading 
I had to do this, do this today, do that 
today and it was mental it was crazy 
having to live your life by a timetable, it 
doesn’t work it’s I mean you have to be 


















“….I accepted everything that was 
going on. Everything they offered me 
there was very little that I refused…
but then xxx came and she had report 
back to them [social services] that I had 
refused the work with [voluntary sector 
service]…I didn’t refuse to work with 
them, what I did with them was, I had 
them for two years, and in my eyes we 
had tried everything possible. So what 
was the point, if someone else needed 
the service I said let them go, give 
someone else their help because we had 
run out of ideas….some [of it had been 
useful] not a lot, not a lot. Some of it 
did. I just thought it had run its course 
here, there is not much else we can do 
and things aren’t changing….” (Family 
1, Caroline)
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“….when there’s one person involved 
dead on but when there’s five people 
involved it feels like twenty-five you 
know when every day you’ve got a 
different place to go like Monday 
[substance misuse], Tuesday [parenting 
course], Wednesday [social worker] 
coming out, Thursday [family support] 
do you know that kind of thing like 
your whole week is just its you’re just 
busy…I just feel that the more people 
that are involved in a person’s life it can 
be stressful, it can work out the opposite 










“……I am going to occupational 
therapists on a Wednesday, I am doing 
[substance misuse] now on a Tuesday, 
I am doing [substance misuse] project 
on whatever day I can and what else 
am I doing, I am seeing the community 
addiction nurse.  So that is me already 
doing four things a week, do you know 
what I mean? To be honest I think I 
would prefer it to be all one, but you just 
can’t.”  (Family 4, Cheryl)
“I think you should just have the one 
person because then you have so many, 
you tell someone a bit and then someone 
a bit, while if it is just the one person 
you go through it all, you know what I 
mean.” (Family 6, Jenny)
“And you’ve a different person [social 
worker] every two, three months. You 
feel as if you are repeating yourself. It 
is like a whole can of worms getting 
opened. And then when that social 
worker is there, the next thing they are 
off the case or somebody else comes 
new on the case. It’s like playing a 
record. The same record all the time and 



















“….you seem to just to know one [social 
worker] then they give you someone 
else….” (Family 4, Cheryl)
“…it takes a lot for Jody [daughter] 
to trust somebody, you know, and 
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especially with her feelings and stuff. 
And she was only really getting to know 
[social worker B], and then [she] has 
left. And that happened to our Jody 
before, you know, in counselling as 
well.  She wouldn’t go back because the 
counsellor moved and that was… she 
didn’t want to start the whole process 
again…” (Family 14, Linda)
“….And then he was being fired from 
one childminder to another to another. 
And he had contact once a week with 
his daddy and five times a week with 
me. And in that space of time he could 
have had anything up to six or seven 
different social workers taking him back 
and forth.” (Family 11, Tania)
 “….I remember a girl coming one day 
and my mummy saying to me, that is it, 
I am not having somebody else because 
there was a new girl, the old girl came 
with the new girl  to say this is xxx and 
my mummy saying no way, that is it. 
It either stays who it is or goes back 
to xxx, I am not having like all these 
different people…..” (Family 6, Jenny)

























“……it’s the part when they come to lift 
your children. They take your children 
and they leave you and you don’t hear 
from them, you don’t know where your 
children went, you don’t know who’s got 
them, and you’ll not know nothing until 
you go to a meeting and you get a letter 
right we’re just letting you know you’re 
coming to this meeting and then you 
go to the meeting and you’ve to listen to 
everybody saying all these bad things 
and you’re frustrated and you’re angry 
and you’re, you know, your heart’s 






























“…the case conferences were really 
helpful where they would put forward 
suggestions, you know, of how to help 
me and all these different services, you 
know, that you are not going to find out 
yourself. Your GP is not going to know 
every service that you can avail of.” 
(Family 9, Heather)
“...because like there’s people our Jody 
[daughter] goes to see that I don’t see 
until I go to that meeting, and then I 
can hear their feedback of how she is 
progressing in different things, you 








“… see when you are just sitting there 
by yourself and like you’ve got no one 
there with you, it just feels as if they 
are all on your back…and it feels as if 
you are being put down, you know you 
are like this tiny wee thing, you are 
being really put down. I don’t like them. 
I hate them. I hate them because just 
everybody is on your back and ...you 
need the support but you are not really 
getting it...” (Family 17, Belinda) 
“...but I could hardly speak at the first 
one, I just got up and walked out so 
I did, I was literally in tears ...but the 
second one when they said they were 
keeping her on it (CPR) I just agreed...” 
(Family 8, Molly)
“I didn’t have a choice. ... around this 
panel of professional people, we were 
dirt basically to them...and I just wanted 
to come out of that meeting and commit 
suicide... I couldn’t stop crying. My head 


















“But for them telling me that you can’t 
have a boyfriend unless we do a police 
check, like I find that is ridiculous, 
LIVING WITH ADVERSITY: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF FAMILIES WITH MULTIPLE AND COMPLEX NEEDS 
PAGE 66
unreal.....Why should I have to go 
through social services just to get 
into a relationship with somebody?.....
They are too involved, you know what I 
mean, they are too involved in my life…” 
(Family 17, Belinda)












“I think what they should do is put more 
of we’re here to help you rather than 
we’re here to check up on you, to put 
you under the spotlight. They should 
give that out more to people who work 
with them, like we’re here to help as 











“ xxx [social worker] was lovely, and the 
kids just thought she was lovely. This 
other one isn’t…xxx is not as nice….she 
is very direct and it is quite impersonal 
with her.” (Family 9, Heather)
“My [previous] social worker…and 
my new social worker did not help me 
whatsoever. I couldn’t ring her and 
go here this is what has happened, 
or whatever, it was constantly, you 
just didn’t feel comfortable……so I felt 
very much that I was on my own in the 
system.” (Family 13, Kim)
“I felt like some social workers like 
were aggressive, you know, like it was a 




















“I think the social worker should be 
someone that has kids of their own and 
they sort of way know, do you know 
what I mean, not someone who doesn’t 
have kids or anything like that. Same 
as that family support worker, I mean 
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she was only a young girl. Now she did 
know what she was talking about, don’t 
get me wrong, but she didn’t have any 
kids of her own or anything. So I think 
it should be, people like that should be 
older.” (Family 4, Cheryl)
“… [social worker A] would only have 
been maybe… well she’d have been less 
than five years older than her and it was 
too close, I think. Our Jody [daughter] 
responded better to [social worker B] 
because [she] would be late forties, early 









“Her name was xxx [social worker].   
And she was a really good influence on 
my life. She was an incredible person 
too, and she was always there on the 
other side of the phone if I ever needed 
her. You know she showed me what it 
was like to have a mother, because like 
she was there every time I needed her, 











“They don’t say well you shouldn’t have 
been so stupid, you should have moved 
out, which is what social services always 
say, you are just stupid, you practically 
deserved it all for staying...But when 
you are in that sort of relationship 
it isn’t always as easy to leave. They 
[voluntary sector family support] are 
exactly the same as [voluntary sector 
counselling], they come out, they don’t 
judge, listen to everything, they help 
you get so many things done for the 
house, they give support... I dread 
the day they actually have to become 
uninvolved.” (Family 11, Tania)
“If the social workers were the same 
as xxx [voluntary sector practitioner], 
do you know what I mean, really nice 
and supportive and all, it would be 
fine. I would be able enough to get 
on with them……You can confide in 
xxx more, but you can’t confide in 
the social workers…but with xxx it is 
different because you are able to tell her 
everything and trust her and then get 
proper feedback from her.  And know 
your confidence and your self-esteem, 
















“….she [voluntary sector worker] went 
and squealed on me basically [to social 
services] and that just broke so much 
trust down and like I mean it took a 
while after it to build that trust back up 
again so it did, and then not only build 
it up but I had to be guarded of what I 
said, it was never the same again the 
relationship I had with her…” (Family 7, 
William)



















































“….when my children went, it broke my 
heart. It really broke my heart, for a 






















“....it was a good scare, it was a good 
kick up the arse put it that way, like I 
was getting off drugs anyway but that 
made me stay off drugs if you know 
what I mean, like the thought of losing 
my kids, a terrifying thought…” (Family 
7, William)
“But do you know, in a really weird way, 
it was maybe a good thing, because 
that’s when things really did start 
rolling. I know it has taken a long time 
for me to stop [drinking], but you got 
to plant the seed before it grows, if you 
know what I mean.  It won’t grow unless 
it is there in the first place.” (Family 9, 
Heather)
“I didn’t even think I had a drink 
problem until everything when I lost the 
kids and stuff like that, I didn’t realise 
like I thought to myself maybe some 
nights I was only having four beers to 
help me sleep but I mean some days 
maybe I would’ve been having twelve, 
fourteen, I just didn’t really think I 



























“…when I started to do the parenting 
assessment in here for xxx, you do think 
why am I doing this here, I have been 
a parent all this time, but whenever I 
done it, it made me look at things way 
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■		 better	equipped	to	protect	children
“A good impact on the kids because they 
weren’t used to communicating with the 
outside world... now they have started to 
come out of their own box...to see their 
own personalities... these two kids have 
been through a hell of a lot, but you 
know they are damaged, but they are 
not as damaged as they [social services] 
thought they could have been or might 
have been.” (Family 15, Lucy)
“.. and helps you focus more in your life 
and stops you from doing what you did 
in the past, like stops you from getting 
to know bad people from the past, and 






“At the end I found it helpful because 
you’ve got this big folder of all the 
information and all the stuff that 
I’ve done, so if anything crops up or 
anything I can just go back, fall back on 
it. And then I got a certificate and all for 
it. So I was kind of happy that way... I 
can go back to it any time I want. Like I 
can go back and read through my books 
and all that...” (Family 17, Belinda)
“I am going to be really wary about 
the people that I get myself involved 
with. Like if I get another partner, I 
will be asking loads of questions...it is 
work that I have done with [voluntary 
sector service]...I have got my eyes wide 
open now about all that, like domestic 
violence and about Schedule One 


































































.. he was like a social worker with them 
[voluntary sector] … even from the very 
first time that he came out to speak to 
us, he was just so different and made it 
clear... [that] he had received the referral 
from social services that [child] was 
having a hard time... He wasn’t there to 
take anybody away from the family unit, 
he was here to work with us, provide 
us with all that we needed, because he 
was aware that it wasn’t just [child] that 
was affected, it was the whole family 
dynamic...” (Family 10, Vivienne)
“They actually…they cared for the whole 
family, it wasn’t just the person that’s 
doing it.  And that…I think that makes 


























“I think they should have been there 
more supportively...like they should 
have had a network of people willing to 
work with us as a family... as they knew 
I had suffered from depression …I think 
we should have been allocated a family 
support worker... who would come in to 
the home and see what we needed for 
the home, and to help us get what we 
needed.” (Family 15, Lucy)
Several	were	also	unsure	whether	
the	right	issues	had	been	tackled,	
















“….it was just mostly focused on the 
kids, because the kids’ welfare was 
the main thing, was what it was. We 
are meant to be the adults, so we 
sort ourselves out, was sort of the 
impression that I got….” (Family 10, 
Vivienne)
“The only support for me was my CPN 
and [domestic violence support] really, 
that’s the only two really supports for 
me because social services isn’t for me, 
they are for the kids.” (Family 15, Lucy)
“That [social worker] one should have 
been telling her all the different things 
and helping her, you know, to do it. 
I think she should have been there, 
making the phone calls with Jody 
[daughter], to make sure it was done 
and the dates, appointments were made. 
But she didn’t seem to do anything. As 
long as the [children] were okay, well 
xxx at that time, as long as he was 
okay, she seemed happy enough. And 
the house was reasonably clean and 
tidy. I think that’s all she seemed to… I 
thought social work was a lot broader 



















“I think if I had a longer time with it 
[counselling] I would get more out 
of it...the counselling is going good, 
but it is not giving me the answers I 
need of what I’m feeling and why I’m 
feeling that way...the [practitioner] says 
hopefully I should get more sessions...
hopefully I will get them.  I will probably 
need a bit longer just to get all the 
answers I need myself inside my head. 
Because the answers don’t seem to be 
coming the way I need them.” (Family 
17, Belinda)
“…because even though I was saying 
that I was okay, that I didn’t need 
the help, I shouldn’t have just been 
left as that. There should have been 
more looked into, you know, about 
my counselling, about the way I was 
brought up and about what had 
happened to me. I think if that had been 
dealt with back then, then I would be 
sitting here today as a different person, 
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you know. I would be stronger, I would 
have more confidence and I wouldn’t 


































“…we needed the change so that her 
future will be brighter in a way it will 
be brighter, a lot brighter...I don’t want 
her to have the childhood I had, never 
at school, house changes and all them 
things...I know it won’t happen cause 
I’ve learnt a lot from up here [service]...” 
(Family 5, Zoe)
“I want to do something with my life. 
I don’t want to sit and feel sorry for 
myself for the rest… yes, I did have a shit 
childhood and yes… but do you know 
what, it is me has chosen my life now 
from I was eighteen upwards, and it’s 
me that chose to live my life like this. 
Now I choose to live my life happy, I 
want to be happy. That is my aim. My 
goal is to be happy, you know, and for 






 “I would like to take my experience 
of this and maybe put it back into the 
system and try and help another family 
do you know maybe not go the same 
way I did, or improve the services, some 
of the services I didn’t get, and do you 
know sort of help them out, like it’s 
a scary thing social services and the 
meetings and…” (Family 13, Kim)
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Reflections and initial questions 
emerging from the analysis of the 
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■		 To what extent do current 
assessment processes and models 
focus on:
 -  Presenting and past difficulties
 -  The co-occurrence of multiple   
  adversities
      -  The impact of broader risk
  factors, such as poverty and   
 social isolation                                                     
 -  The strengths of individuals and  




■		 How might an understanding 
of the impact and cumulative 
effect of multiple adversities 
become incorporated into third 





■		 In assessments how do we chart 
the range of service engagement to 
identify the demands being placed 
on families?
■		 Could the number of professionals 
involved be minimised by use of 







■		 How might multi-disciplinary 
intensive family support teams be 






■		 Could motivational interviewing 
be used within child and family 






■		 Could adult attachment provide 
a useful theoretical framework 
for identifying and working with 
parental needs?
■		 Could the development of 
mentoring services serve as a 
model for improving self-esteem 
and providing longer-term 
emotional support to parents with 




■		 What resources are needed to 
ensure front line professionals 
have the time and support they 
need to work with families who 
have multiple and complex 
problems?








■		 How can we develop research 
on the prevalence and nature of 
adversity in NI which can usefully 
guide future policy and service 
development?
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Appendix One - Definitions
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